Frameworks Guiding the Analysis: Applied to or Derived from the Data by Bruce, Christine
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
QUT Digital Repository:  
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/ 
Bruce, Christine S. (2003) Frameworks guiding the analysis: applied to or derived 
from the data? . In Proceedings EARLI Experience and Understanding SIG 
(SIG10) Meeting, Australia National University, Canberra. 
 
          © Copyright 2003 (please consult author) 
Christine Bruce 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Bruce 1.doc Page 1 2/01/1990 
 
 
 
 
 
Frameworks guiding the analysis:  
applied to or derived from the data? 
 
Christine Bruce, Centre for Information Technology Innovation, Faculty of 
Information Technology, QUT, Brisbane 
 
Abstract 
 
Attending to two phenomenographic projects, where the phenomenon being explored 
are very closely related, provides an example of how the analysis framework itself 
may be constituted through the interaction between researcher and data. Using an 
example of how the conceptual framework guiding the analysis and the character of 
the outcome space ultimately differed for two closely related projects, I raise the 
following points for discussion: 1) that the framework guiding the analysis can only 
be partly specified prior to the project being undertaken; 2) that the interrelationship 
between researcher and data is made visible in the framework guiding the analysis; 3) 
as the analysis is conducted the phenomenon as it is visible in the data influences the 
framework guiding the analysis; and 4) the final conceptual framework guiding the 
analysis is a product (for want of a better word) of our prior understanding of the 
character of phenomena generally and how they may be described on the one hand, 
and the character of the specific phenomenon under investigation on the other. 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
In the mid 1990s I saw analysis as a process of discovery because the conceptions 
reveal themselves through the data, and simultaneously as a process of construction 
because the researcher must identify and describe these conceptions in terms of 
referential and structural elements (Bruce, 1997). In taking this stance I was 
responding to Walsh’s (1994) idea that there are two views of the analysis process 
amongst phenomenographers. According to Walsh, in the first view, analysis is seen 
as a process of construction, and in the second it is seen as a process of discovery. She 
suggests that in holding the first view, researchers are in danger of imposing a logical 
process that is not justified; and that for those that hold the second, they are in danger 
of bypassing the analytical process (Walsh, 1994, pp. 22-23).  
 
Walsh’s dilemma may be resolved by viewing the analysis process as involving both 
of these activities. Johansson, Marton and Svensson (1985, p.250) suggest that 
‘conceptions are discovered, categories of description are devised’. While we can 
conceive of these activities as separable, in practice they usually occur 
simultaneously. Some years ago I suggested that: 
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In the same way that we see conceptions as being constituted in the relation 
between perceiving subject and appearing object (both are active in constituting 
the conception); so we may see categories of description as being constituted in 
the relation between researchers and the data (both are active in constituting 
the categories). Analysis is a process of discovery because the conceptions 
reveal themselves through the data, and it is a process of construction because 
the researcher must identify and describe these in terms of referential and 
structural elements (Bruce, 1997, p.103). 
 
It seemed that the data and the researcher appeared dialectically interrelated. At that 
time the nature of conceptions, and phenomenon as well as the related constructs of 
categories of description and outcome spaces were capturing attention (p. 85 Bruce). 
 
Over the last few years, many studies have been conducted with very different kinds 
of outcomes, and outcome spaces. At the same time, theory about the character of 
phenomenon and conceptions has developed further, with growing implications for 
analysis and how conceptions and phenomenon are described (Marton, 1994; Marton 
and Booth, 1997, Svensson, 1997). More recently, ‘variation theory’ (Marton and 
Booth, 1997; Bowden and Marton, 1998; Marton and Tsui, to appear 2003), being a 
particular interpretation of the character of learning, also appears as a theoretical 
construct which the researcher may bring to a phenomenographic study. 
 
In some ways the dilemma appears that same as that expressed by Walsh, a decade 
earlier. However, the kind of theoretical constructs being brought to analysis are 
perhaps a little more sophisticated than those available in the early 1990s. We have 
shifted as phenomenographers, over the last decade or more, from a position of 
thinking primarily in terms of variation in ways of seeing, with related emphases on 
the ‘what’ and the ‘how’, focus, or figure and ground, whole and part. We have 
moved towards a position of greater concern for theoretical frameworks that may 
underpin our investigations. For various individuals and research groups this has 
meant an emphasis on phenomenology, hermeneutics or theory of awareness. For 
example, Marton (1994) formulates the nature of conceptions drawing on Gurwitsch’s 
theory of consciousness, and Sandberg, (1994) draws on Husserl’s theory of 
intentionality. Such developments may be expressed, by some, in terms of attention to 
the internal relation between subject and object and how that is described; or the 
importance of the researchers’ interpretative awareness; or the character of the theme 
and the thematic field; or simultaneity of attention in discerning meaning, or the 
discernment of what varies and what is held invariant. All of these developments are 
leading to more detailed interest in how analyses are carried out, and the frameworks 
that are brought to bear on the analyses. Some of this interest has been visible in 
discussions of validity in phenomenographic research (see, for example, Sandberg, 
1997, Cope, 2002). 
 
Undoubtedly, we are, collectively, and as independent research groups, imposing 
emergent theoretical constructs of phenomenography on our data; leading to the 
emergence, or resurgence of questions such as the following: 
¾ As our understanding and theoretical construction of phenomena and 
conceptions has developed, what is happening to what is imposed on the data?  
¾ As phenomenography continues to evolve, what form of research philosophy 
and discourse are we leaning towards as individuals, as groups, e.g. 
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interpretative, positivist … and how does this influence the continued 
evolution of our approach? 
¾ As our theoretical understanding of phenomena, within the approach, grows, 
how do we continue to defend the second order perspective so dear to so many 
of us? How much can we constrain the character, or form, of the views of 
others, without destroying the phe-noumenon (object as it appears) 
 
These questions reflect the ongoing delicate balance which has been a part of the 
character of the phenomenographic approach for many years, and will probably 
continue to be addressed in the same or different forms, as the approach continues to 
evolve.  
 
 
TWO PROJECTS 
 
A recent project into information technology (IT) researchers’ collective 
consciousness has allowed us to explore the question of the interrelationship between 
the researcher and the data as research outcomes are discovered (or are constituted). 
The two investigations associated with the project show how the analysis framework 
itself emerges, or is constituted, through the interaction between researcher and data. 
Despite bringing some of the theoretical constructs of phenomenography to the 
analyses, indeed the same constructs to both projects, we have found during the 
course of the projects that the theoretical framework guiding the analyses has, in its 
final form, been different for each project; and the ways in which the outcomes have 
been depicted have also differed. Given the close relationship between the projects, 
and the involvement of the same research team on both projects, we can only 
conclude that the research team was as much influenced by the data, as they were by 
their theoretical tools. 
 
The information technology researchers’ collective consciousness project commenced 
in 2000AD with conceptualisation and pilot work funded by the then Information 
Systems Management Research Centre. (Bruce and Pham, 2001) Two projects 
followed in 2001 and 2002. The first (PROJECT A, Bruce, Pham and Stoodley, 
2002a,b) explored researcher and industry professionals’ views of the significance 
and value of research projects; separate data analyses were conducted for the two 
participant groups in this project. The second (PROJECT B, Bruce, Pham and 
Stoodley, 2002c) focussed on information technology researchers’ views of research, 
their research object and research territory. The project was undertaken by a team of 
three researchers, Christine Bruce, Binh Pham, and Ian Stoodley, with some input, 
including data transcription by Camille McMahon. As Binh Pham and Ian Stoodley 
had not previously participated in a phenomenographic project, many aspects of the 
phenomenographic approach had to be articulated and discussed during the course of 
the two years during which the primary work was undertaken. Three research reports 
and two conference papers are presently available from the project, and journal 
manuscripts have been developed. 
 
 
 
TWO PROJECTS – TWO ANALYSIS FRAMEWORKS? 
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Before summarising the differences between the two analysis frameworks we will 
present here the essential components of the frameworks as they appear in the project 
documentation. Note that both projects share the same fundamental ideas: that 
conceptions are constituted in the internal relation between subject and object, that 
categories of description describe both the referential and structural elements of 
conceptions, and that the structural elements are described in terms of what is figural 
or thematic (the focus) and what is in the ground.  
 
In the first project, the key features which emerged from the data were the ideas of the 
external horizon representing a perceptual boundary; and the delimitation of the 
dimensions of focus in terms of stable and variable elements. The outcome space was 
described in terms of widening perceptual boundaries. For the first project we 
describe the analysis as follows: 
As varying meanings associated with significance and value were probed, the 
interviews may be considered an early phase of the analysis. Subsequent 
analysis was an iterative process involving a team of three researchers. From 
transcriptions of the interviews, the research team sought (1) the variation in 
meaning associated with the idea of significance and value, and (2) an 
understanding of the awareness structures through which participants 
experienced significance and value. The analyses for each group of participants, 
representing academia and industry, were conducted separately.  
And the conceptual framework guiding the analysis as follows:  
In the following sections we present participants’ different ways of seeing what 
constitutes significant and valuable IT research. In each category we describe 
one of the ways in which academic or industry researchers see significance and 
value, as well as how significance and value appears to these groups. Each 
category represents one lens through which a project might be viewed. While we 
have applied emerging phenomenographic understandings of the character of 
conceptions and phenomenon (Marton, 2000) to our analysis, we are aware that 
the phenomenon we have investigated has also contributed to the final character 
of the framework through which it is described. This is evident through the 
articulation of the external horizon as a perceptual boundary, and through the 
discovery of both stable and variable elements in the internal horizon. Each 
category is thus comprised of a referential component, in which the meaning of 
the category is captured, and a structural component, in which the awareness 
structure associated with the referential component is made explicit. We convey 
the referential component through the title of the categories and the brief 
descriptions accompanying them. We depict the structural component through 
the diagrams and in the specification of the focus and perceptual boundaries 
associated with each category.  
In the structural component of each category, the awareness structure (Marton, 
2000) is delimited in terms of an internal horizon, with stable and variable 
components, and an external horizon. The External Horizon represents the outer 
limits, or perceptual boundary, of the participants’ ways of seeing and identifies 
that part of the world beyond which participants, who are looking at the world 
in a particular way, do not see. The Internal Horizon represents the focus of the 
participants’ attention, that which is figural in awareness. The stable aspect in 
the internal horizon of each category remains constant across any possible 
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subcategories and in this sense is the central component in identifying the 
particular way of seeing. The variable aspects in each way of seeing serve to 
distinguish between subcategories. Dimensions associated with the variable 
aspects of the focus are proposed, however these are meant to be illustrative 
only and many others may be possible … 
 
When we approached the second project we brought with us the assumption that we 
would be able to describe IT researchers views of research separately from their views 
of their research object and territory, which turned out to not be possible.  We also 
brought with us the assumption that we would be able to ‘recycle’ our analysis 
framework from the first project, only to discover that this would not be so. We had to 
revisit our analysis framework in the light of our data, and rework it accordingly: 
The conceptual framework presented here has evolved through the course of the 
analysis. That is to say, the conceptual framework guiding the analysis was 
continually reviewed and modified in response to the character of the 
phenomenon under investigation. The point of departure for our analysis 
involved the following questions: 
• IT research: How do IT researchers see IT research? 
• The IT research object: How do IT researchers see the ‘things’ 
underpinning their research? How do they collectively constitute or 
‘shape’ the object of IT research? What kinds of shared understandings do 
they have of their research object? How do their understandings differ? 
• The information technology research field, or territory: What are the 
features of the field? What are its boundaries? What comes to the fore and 
what recedes to the ground? 
As in any phenomenographic analysis, the guiding principles were to uncover 
the referential and structural components of the phenomenon. These would be 
presented via the categories of description and outcome space. In the course of 
the analysis we found that it was not possible to describe the ways of seeing IT 
research separately from describing the ways of seeing the object and the 
territory. The data itself, therefore, suggests that the ways of seeing the object 
and territory constitute the ways of seeing IT research. Therefore, the ways of 
seeing IT research are presented as the referential elements of the categories of 
description; and ways of seeing the object and the territory are presented in the 
associated structural component of the categories. 
Clear relationships between researchers’ ways of seeing the objects and 
territories emerged. In particular, ways of seeing the object are apparently 
aligned with particular ways of seeing the territory. 
During the course of our analysis we investigated different ways of seeing (or 
conceptions) amongst the community of IT researchers (the subjects) in relation 
to IT research (the object). The goal is to describe the varying internal relations 
between the subject and the object. This can be represented diagrammatically as 
shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Graphical representation of a conception 
The participants expressed various conceptions during the course of the 
interviews. These conceptions (different ways of seeing what constitutes IT 
research) are presented as discrete categories of description. Each category of 
description is comprised of two interrelated parts: 
• a referential component in which the meaning of the category is 
captured. This is visible in the title of the categories and the descriptions 
accompanying them. 
• a structural component which describes how relevant parts of the 
world are seen and are related. It is here that the structures associated 
with the referential component are made explicit. This is represented in the 
specification of the object (focus) and territory (the object and perceptual 
boundaries or horizons) of each category. Each category of description 
begins with a description of the meaning of the conception associated with 
that category, including definitions of information and technology as they 
are seen in that conception, this is followed by a description of the 
research object and then a description of how the territory of IT research 
is constituted in that category… 
 
 
TWO PROJECTS – TWO KINDS OF OUTCOME SPACE 
 
For Project A, in relation to the outcome space (See Figure 2) we were able to say: 
In this study the outcome space is constructed to reveal the widening awareness, 
the broadening of the perceptual boundary in the four categories. 
 
For Project B, the outcome space (see Figure 3) took on a somewhat different 
character. In our report we described this as follows: 
 
Outcome spaces have, in different projects, been found to represent historical 
views of a phenomenon, to represent a widening awareness or to represent a 
hierarchy of increasing complexity and sophistication. In this study the outcome 
space divides into two parts – one appearing to reflect the historical 
development of the discipline of IT,; and the other appearing to reflect the 
emergence of as yet unarticulated aspects of the discipline. These two groupings 
of categories indicate completely different ways of approaching or seeing IT 
research. In the former, the relationship between the research community and 
the object or territory may be described as passive. In the latter the relationship 
between the research community and the object or territory may be described as 
active, or involving agency. 
 
Conception 
Subject 
(The Community of 
IT Researchers) 
Object 
(IT Research) Relationship 
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The different outcome spaces for the two projects, reproduced here as Figures 2 and 3, 
depict the different character of the phenomenon as they emerged from the data 
through the analyses. In the graphical depictions, the most striking difference is the 
importance of the widening perceptual boundary to describing the phenomenon in 
Project A, and the apparently hierarchical character of the phenomenon in Project B. 
Project B is also characterised by the distinction between an active/passive 
relationship between researchers and their research object or territory, which is 
mirrored in the hierarchical character of the outcome space; and which is absent from 
the phenomenon as depicted in Project A. The elements constituting meaning in the 
early categories of Project B, which appear in the outcome space include technology 
(T), information (I), communication (C), people (H) and applications (A).
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Figure 2: Outcome space – Project A (Ways of Seeing the Significance and Value 
of IT Research, Academic Researchers)  
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Figure 3: Outcome space – Project B (Ways of Seeing IT Research) 
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DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE FRAMEWORKS - REFLECTIONS ON OUR 
EXPERIENCE 
 
In this section I summarise what appear to be the key elements of the differences 
between the two projects, and the conceptual frameworks which have emerged from 
and guided the respective analyses. 
 
Soon after commencing the analysis for our research project on Ways of Seeing IT 
Research (Project B), we realised we could not adopt the analysis framework from 
our previous, related project, on Ways of Seeing the Significance and Value of IT 
Research (Project A). The way in which the structural component of categories 
needed to be described, and ultimately the entire analysis framework, differed. 
 
In completing Project A we discovered that: 
• The internal horizon or focus for categories of description in Project A is 
clearly composed of both a stable element and one or more variable elements. 
The variable elements suggested subcategories.  
• The external horizon for each category takes on the character of a ‘perceptual 
boundary’, beyond which the subjects do not see. 
• Each category was constituted in terms of a referential element and an 
awareness structure, depicting the elements of the internal and external 
horizon. 
 
In completing Project B we discovered that: 
• The internal horizon was not decomposable into stable and variable elements, 
as it had been in project A.  Rather the dimensions of focus were interrelated 
in many different ways. In the outcome space for Project B it is notable, for 
example, that different elements such as Technology (T), Information (I), 
Humans (H) and Communication (C), and Applications (A) occur, and that 
these are differently interrelated in each category. 
• The various elements of IT research that we were seeking to understand from 
the researchers’ perspective were interrelated. We had expected to analyse 
ways of seeing IT research, the IT research object and research territory 
separately. We discovered instead, that the latter two were structural elements 
of the variation in meaning of the former. Thus, each category comprised a 
referential element which described the way of seeing IT research; and 
structural elements which included a description of the research object (focus), 
and research territory (external horizon). Depicting these graphically in 
awareness structures did not seem appropriate.  
• The internal and external horizons respectively represented the ‘research 
object’ as seen by participants, and the ‘research territory’ as seen by 
participants. 
 
In this second project the idea that, in looking at the phenomenon of IT research, the 
focus of each category would correlate with the research object was not something 
brought to the data by the team.  
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WHAT MIGHT THIS MEAN? 
 
The main point in examining the analysis framework and outcome spaces for these 
two projects has been to show, through an example, that details of the analysis 
framework itself may emerge, or be constructed, through the interaction between 
researcher and data. The extent to which this has indeed been the case is ultimately 
only defensible through the attitude or spirit in which the analysis is undertaken, and 
perhaps through whatever ways in which the researchers are able to articulate what 
they were aware of bringing to the analysis framework, and to defend what appears to 
have come from the data.  
 
Earlier in this paper I suggested that the fundamental issues have been a part of the 
phenomenographic project for many years, and are likely to continue to debated and 
discussed. As researchers, as individuals or teams engaged in analyses, we need to 
think about how important it is to us that the phe-noumenon not be destroyed – that it 
be allowed to emerge through the data; and that we continue to find ways of doing 
this while simultaneously attending to any theoretical constructs that are important.  
 
I would suggest that we open up for discussion some ideas. For example that: 
 
1) The framework guiding the analysis can be only partly specified prior to the 
research being undertaken. In other words what we can say about the character of 
categories and outcomes spaces, for example, in the early stages of projects, is 
limited; and does not, indeed cannot, take into account the specific phenomenon 
being investigated. 
2) As the analysis is conducted, the phenomenon, as it is visible in the data, 
influences the framework guiding the analysis;  
3) As the emerging analysis framework is documented, the interrelationship between 
researcher and data is made visible in the framework guiding the analysis; 
4) The final conceptual framework guiding the analysis is a product (for want of a 
better word) of our prior understanding of the character of phenomena generally 
and how they may be described on the one hand, and the character of the specific 
phenomenon under investigation on the other; and 
5) In writing up our projects upon completion, we need to take care to articulate the 
character of the framework guiding our analyses as much as possible for specific 
projects. 
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